Professor Matthews writes a thoughtful commentary on this systematic review. There is one important clarification that is needed in relation to assessing risk of bias of non-randomised studies. In the latest version of the Cochrane Handbook 1 , the Newcastle-Ottawa scale is now one of the recommended methods for assessing such studies (section 13.5.2.3) and can be recommended to researchers conducting systematic reviews of non-randomised studies. Whilst Professor Matthews is right to be cautious of composite scales, the Newcastle-Ottawa scale can also be presented to show the individual components, overcoming the concerns of summary values.
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Assessing risk of bias for non-randomised studies is not as well By registering with the website in the 'My AGREE' area you will be able to conduct guideline appraisals online saving them for future reference creating your own personal library of practice guideline appraisals. The site also includes a forum for online discussion.
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